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This issue was originally intended to be a birthday present to Jim 
Wilkinson, but as it was being prepared, we lost him. He passed away on 
Sunday, October 5, 1986, as a result of a heart attack while working in his 
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garden. We shall sorely miss him; he was a leader, an innovator, an inspira- 
tion, and a dear friend. 
James Hardy Wilkinson was born in the county of Kent, England, on 
September 27, 1919. He was educated at Sir Joseph Williamson’s Mathemati- 
cal School and Trinity College, Cambridge, where at the age of 16 he won a 
major scholarship in mathematics. He entered British government service 
during World War II and soon thereafter began analytic and numerical work 
on problems in ballistics and hydrodynamics, While at the Ministry of 
Supply, he met his future wife, Heather, who was an important source of 
support and encouragement. He joined the staff of the National Physical 
Laboratory in 1946 and remained there until his retirement in 1980. In his 
early days at NPL, he was deeply involved in the design and development of 
the Pilot ACE, one of the first electronic computers, in a team initially led by 
Alan Turing. Subsequently, he used that machine for developing and study- 
ing a variety of numerical methods. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society and received several honorary degrees. He was one of the few people 
to receive both the Turing Award from the ACM and the von Neumann 
Award from SIAM. 
Wilkinson was a frequent visitor to the United States, originally as a 
lecturer at summer conferences at the University of Michigan, as a consultant 
at Argonne National Laboratory, and later as a member of the computer 
science faculty at Stanford. All in all, he took almost 200 trips across the 
Atlantic. He was also a frequent visitor to many other parts of the world, 
having colleagues and friends in dozens of countries, and enjoyed summer 
camping trips to the south of France. 
His 1961 paper, “Error Analysis of Direct Methods of Matrix Inversion,” 
in the Journal of the ACM, marks the beginning of the Wilkinson error 
analysis and his use of “backward error analysis.” He clearly distinguished 
between the notions of ill-conditioning of a problem and instability of an 
algorithm and began the development of the tools that could predict the 
effects of both on the accuracy of the computed answer. His books, Round- 
ing Errors in Algebraic Processes, The Algebraic Eigenvalue Problem, and 
Handbook for Autonmtic Computation, Linear Algebra, edited with 
Christian Reinsch, form the basis for all modem work in matrix computation 
and numerical linear algebra, as well as in the mathematical software 
industry. 
The numerical algebra community is open, friendly, noncompetitive, and 
supportive of young people-in short, a nice place to work. Jim Wilkinson, 
along with some of his friends like George Forsythe and Alston Householder, 
has been the architect of that atmosphere. 
It would take hundreds of stories about Wilkinson to capture the man’s 
spirit, zest for life, and enthusiasm for his work, his colleagues, and his 
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friends. We shall have to be content with just one. During the early days of 
the University of Michigan Summer Conferences in Computing and Numeri- 
cal Analysis, Wilkinson and the other lecturers and participants would retire 
to Ann Arbor’s Pretzel Bell restaurant and pub to try to escape the rigors of 
the Midwest in July. Olga Tausky-Todd observed these late evening sessions, 
but did not participate as fully as the others. One day she wanted to take a 
visitor to lunch and so asked Wilkinson if it “was possible to order beer in 
more modest quantities” at the Pretzel Bell. Jim replied, “Yes, I assume it is, 
but it has never been one of my ambitions.” 
This genial man has left us all much richer by his technical achievements 
and his warm, giving spirit. We shall miss him but remember him with cheer 
and endearment. 
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